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BlurredGenres, Blended Memories
EnBenderinB
Dissidence
in Nawalel
Saadawi'sMemoirs of a Woman
Doctor andTsitsiDanBarembBa's
Nervous Conditions
Is it possible to read some African women's novels as instances of a
complex amalgamation of the self, the social, and the political even when
such novels do not on the first encounter confront us as autobiographical
writing? Can some African women's novels be read as a challenge to the
received critical notions of autobiographical writings in order to allow for
diverse modalities ofrepresentations of the self, the social, and the political? (Boldrini and Davies 2004, v). My response to both questions is in the
affirmative because, as African literatures become more and more institutionalized in the American and European curricula, we need to reexamine
the conventional ways we read such texts, 1 especially whether we should use
the same strategies to read African autobiographical fiction that we typically
use for Western autobiographies. As Abiola Irele forcefully argues,
To engage upon a discussion of the question of an adequate approach to
scholarly study and critical interpretation of African literature is to postulate at the outset a specific character of this literature which distinguishes it in some particular respects from other literatures and which for that
reason requires such an approach .... There are certainly external factors
and internal traits that, taken together in their attachment to our litera-
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I assert in the paragraphs that follow that in reading texts such as Nawal el
Saadawi's Memoirsof a WomanDoctorand Tsitsi Dangarembga's NervousConditions (henceforth MoWDand NC, respectively), an ideology of the self that
separates the self from the social cannot account for the political aspects,
especially feminist politics, of these apparently autobiographical writings.
Put another way, el Saadawi and Dangarembga mobilize the politics ofidentity in these two novels through the paradigm of self-referentiality in order
to challenge and reject the strictures placed on all women in their societies.
This essay, excerpted from a longer project called "Representations
of Childhood in African Literature," presents a revisionist reading of the
juvenilia of these two well-known African women writers as instances of
what Lucia Boldrini and Peter Davies refer to as "the use of fictionalized
autobiography and autobiographised fiction" (2004, vii), that is to say, as
novels in which the rhetorical strategies and the texts' generic structure
enable the varying modalities of representation oflived experiences, in the
words of Caren Kaplan, to "always [pressure] the boundaries of established
genres" (1998, 209a) and thereby "propose alternative parameters for the
definition and articulation ofliterary boundaries" (209a). As Simon Gikandi
in a different context reminds us, "If a writer's early works are symptomatic
of the anxieties that generate a literary career, then it is appropriate to see
[el Saadawi's and Dangarembga's] juvenilia as containing the germs of
the questions of displacement and the desire for radical social transformation" (2000, 41). My reading of the two novels is based on a straightforward
argument: both MoWDand NCare overwhelmingly grounded on the writers'
direct knowledge and life experience or what Fedwa Malti-Douglas calls
the "female Bildungsromanthat adopts the fiction of autobiography" (1995,
18, 22). By calling attention to the structural similarities and differences
between the novels, and to the close affinities between the writers' direct
knowledge and experience, I do not wish to reduce the texts to instances of
narrations of the subjective lives of the two writers or to suggest that their
lives are exactly the same as those of their fictional characters. Rather, I
want to show that the ambiguities of their autobiographical strategies force
us to question our approaches to autobiographies, novels, and memoirs by
94
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ture, both traditional and modern, mark it off as a specific area ofliterary
production and imaginative expression, and which make it imperative
to undertake a kind of clearing of the ground in order to place it within a
critical perspective appropriate to it. ([1981] 1990, 9)
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postcolonial African women writers whose life experience may not be far
from that of the subjects of fictional representation. 3 It is not my intention
here to go into a discussion of critical controversies attendant to genre
theory or literary theories that deny any social value to any text (issues
that have preoccupied practitioners of critical theory for a long time) (see
Kaplan 1998), but rather it is to point out that African women's self-writing is grounded in what Fredric Jameson appropriately terms "the ultimate
ground of narrative and textual production" (1981, 32), that is, the cultural,
social, and political configurations oflife on the continent and the historical contingencies that are issues worthy of attention. 4 I see self-referentiality
in these juvenilia as containing the seeds of a subversive critique of the
political economy of cultural nationalism and colonialism.
In the author's note to the English translation of MoWD,el Saadawi
writes, "It [MoWD]expressed myfeelingsand experiences
as a womanwhowasa
doctorat workbut still performed the roles of a wife and a mother at home"
(1989, 7, emphasis added). This statement is immediately followed by a
disclaimer: "Some people believe that Memoirsis autobiographical, but
although many of the heroine's characteristics fit those of an Egyptian
woman such as myself, active in the medical field in those years, the work is
still fiction" (8). Certain notable words and phrases in this disclaimer"expressed my ... experiences," and "is still fiction"-suggest that the
author is keenly aware of her novel as both autobiographized fiction and as
fictionalized autobiography that also encompasses the lives of those around
her. Thus for el Saadawi, the self and the communal are not far apart.
Similarly, in an interview with Jane Wilkinson, Tsitsi Dangarembga was
asked whether NCis autobiographical, to which she responded: "The point
is that one has to write about things one feels strongly about. ... [A]nd the
things that I canfeel strongly about, or that I did at that early stage-I was
only twenty-five when I wrote the book-were things that I had observed
and had direct experience with. I alsofelt that thesethingswerelargerthan any
oneperson'sowntragediesor soforth. ... So I wouldsay that at the momentmy
writingreallydoescome.fromthingsthat arequiteconcrete,
that I'vehadquitea lot of
.first-handexperience
of" (1992, 190, emphasis added). In yet another interview with the publisher of the North American edition ofher novel, Seal
Press, she says of her protagonists: "Tambu and Nyasha represent different
kinds of girlhood or young womanhood ... they still have to struggle with
becoming a person given the constraint ofbeing a woman .... I wanted
African women to be able to identify with the narrator. " 1

All third-world texts are necessarily, I want to argue, allegorical, and in
a very specific way: they are to be read as what I will call national allenories,even when, or perhaps I should say, particularly when their forms
develop out of predominantly Western machineries of representation,
such as the novel. ... Third-world texts, even those which are seemingly private and invested with a properly libidinal dynamic-necessarily
project a political dimension in the form of a national allegory: the story
of theprivateindividualdestinyis alwaysan allenoryof the embattledsituationof
the publicthird-worldcultureand society.(69, original emphases)
I agree with Jameson only to the extent that this notion of national allegory is applied in a limited rather than blanket sense to the cultural polity.
Indeed, as Lillian S. Robinson observes, allegorical readings that do not
recognize the ways in which women's texts "identify and challenge sexist
ideology" (108) may end up reproducing the same critical structures that
consigned African women's writing to what she calls "a grim area bounded
by triviality and obscurity" (1985, 109). 8 For it seems to me that there are
productive ways in which MoWDand NCcan be read as national allegories. 9
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Both texts are informed by the complicated politics and drama of colonization, decolonization, and cultural nationalism, as recent studies have
shown (see Galley 2003; Wiley and Treiber 2002). Both writers ask their
readers to extend generic boundaries in order to reveal the complex negotiation between the self and the social. This rearticulation of what has come
to be seen as the burden and the opportunity of the African writer is what
Kwame Anthony Appiah in another context terms the "private self" and a
"public role" (1992, 76). It is this complex negotiation between the private
role (self as whole) and a public role (self as part of) (see Appiah 1992, 83)
that draws me to the two important yet somewhat problematic arguments
in Fredric Jameson's controversial essay "Third-World Literature in the Era
of Multinational Capitalism" as the point of entry into these two important texts of our time. In this essay, Jameson draws attention to two key
aspects in relation to the readership and the interpretation of third world
texts (1986). 6 The first is what he sees as "the radical difference of the noncanonical text" (65) and the attendant indifference, if not condescension,
of the first world readers. For Jameson, this difference lies in the literature's
"obsessive return to the national situation itself" (65), that is to say, it demands to be read as a national allegory: 7
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The implications of el Saadawi's and Dangarembga's comments are that
their self as writers is interwoven with that of other women and their men
in complex ways; thus the allegorical in their text encompasses both the cultural polity and the political state both overtly and covertly. The second contention in Jameson's essay pertains to location: situatedness or positionality
of the reader: "We sense, between ourselves and this alien text, the presence
of another reader, of the Other reader, for whom a narrative, which strikes
us as conventional or nai've, hasa.freshness
of informationandsocialinterestthat
wecannotshare"(1986, 66, emphasis added). Jameson's comments assign a
social value to the text depending on how the reader positions himself7herselfin relation to it, and this, it seems to me, is the essential implication
of el Saadawi's and Dangarembga's comments in relation to their social
experience as women writers and women in their societies.
Although the two novels are not, strictly speaking, autobiographies
and are often not read as instances of self-representation, that is to say as
semi/autobiographical narratives (and hence the writer as both the writing
and speaking subject), the author's own words, coupled with the obvious
autobiographical elements in both, suggest that the novels are a conscious
response to a felt need for a rhetorical mode that would wage the battle
against patriarchal domination and colonial racism on grounds other than
those already occupied by the dominant male tradition. 10 Therefore, Appiah
aptly observes, "There is no better point of entry of the African intellectuals' [read, women writers'] articulation of an African identity" than through
their own reflections on the political function of their work (1992, 74). It
is this seamless fusion of the self and the social that I see as amounting to
the radical and ideological politicization of African women's narratives for
which these two novels are exemplars.
Any comparison of two novels that are so culturally and contextually
distanced-one writing in/about the modern Egyptian Islamic cultural
context and the other writing in a postcolonial setting about the colonially
subjugated Rhodesia against the background of the Chimurenga armed
struggle-demands some justification. Let us begin with the obvious and
seemingly unimportant aspects of the novels. Although both are written
several decades apart and in different historical and cultural contexts, there
are, on the surface, some striking similarities between the two writers: both
were in their early twenties when they wrote their first novels-el Saadawi
was twenty-two; Dangarembga was twenty-five. Both have training in
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medicine: el Saadawi first trained as a general practitioner specializing in
thoracic medicine and later in psychiatry. Dangarembga never completed
her medical training. Having left Zimbabwe (then Rhodesia) at the age of
eighteen to pursue a degree in medicine at England's citadel oflearning,
Cambridge University, she was "profoundly discouraged by the implicit
and explicit racism ... and concerned for the well-being of her family and
country during the armed struggle for independence" (Wiley and Treiber
2002, xi). Dangarembga opted to return to her country, where she studied
psychology at the University of Zimbabwe. Both experienced problems in
the publication of their first novels: el Saadawi's was never published in full,
while Dangarembga's took some time to find a publisher. 11 On a different
level, both are retrospective narratives of female coming-of-age conveyed
through, in the case of el Saadawi, a mature adult woman narrator who,
having successfully integrated in society, looks back to her past in order to
understand her present situation, while with Dangarembga, the protagonist, Tambudzai, is a young woman on the threshold of maturity who has
yet to find her way in the new social and cultural dispensation that colonial
modernity engenders. 12 It is important to stress this point because many
critiques of the text that I have come across emphasize Tambu's successful integration into society with total neglect of the fact that the narrative
is incomplete. Such criticism also seems to take for granted the specific
peculiarities of what Valentine Mudimbe terms "the marginality of African
society" (1988), which begs the question of whether or not there can be anything like successful integration within the context of colonial modernity.
(I will return to this issue later.) Thematically, both texts explore patriarchal
oppression (and in the case ofDangarembga, the combination of colonial
and patriarchal domination) as key experience for the women characters,
during the exploration of which both narrators go through episodes of what
we may loosely call "nervous energy": trials, crises, and troubles, most of
which they are able to successfully negotiate their way out. In both works,
there is a predominance of education, medicine, and medical and religious
discourses as part of the discourse of self-making. The extensive use of such
discourses as a basis for exploring the political conditions under which
female agency might emerge is yet another issue that makes a compelling
comparison of the two (see Druxes 1996).
How then can we revive, expand, and inject nuance into those critiques
of the two texts that collapse the author and narrator into one only to the

No Arab woman inspires as much emotion as Nawal el Saadawi. No
woman in the Middle East has been the subject of more polemic. Certainly, no Arab woman's pen has violated as many sacred enclosures as
that ofNawal el Saadawi. Is it any wonder that many an Arab male intellectual has dismissed her in my presence as at best an opportunist and at
worst a whore? Or that many Western critics of the Middle East, including gender conscious ones, persist in ignoring, when not occulting, her
literary corpus? Her fiction has been castigated as mere propaganda, as
tireless repetition of her radical message. (Malti-Douglas 1995, 1)
What is the source of this cultural and political anxiety? If indeed it is true
that the readership of the novel is confined to the private world of the
reader as contemporary critiques of the novel suggest, what threat does el
Saadawi's work pose to her radical oppositions?
Perhaps the answer is to be found in the seamless amalgamation of
political activism and creative output that she has come to define as dissidence or "the dissident word" (el Saadawi 1997, 157). In an insightful essay
published nearly two decades ago entitled "Dissidence and Creativity," el
Saadawi writes:
I have tried to find the Arab word for dissidence. In Arabic we say protest
(al-ihtijaj)or opposition (al-mu'arada)or disputation (al-mukhasama)or
rebellion or revolt (yatamarraduor yathurur). But each of these words has
a different meaning according to the context in which the dissidence or
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extent that such an interpretive strategy serves a narrow critical enterprise,
namely to minimize the essential social and political critiques that the intersections of the narrating self and the self as communal and also as political
might engender? I suggest that the best way is to return to el Saadawi's
notion of al-munadiland to the power of the dissident voice that the novels
present, which is most clearly understood by approaching them from the
perspective of what both writers insist is their primary motive for writing
the novels. In so doing, it is important not to lose sight of the fact that despite
all these correspondences between the author's lives and their texts, "Creative works, as recreations of reality, have their own reality that is not strictly
identical to sociological or anthropological 'truth'" (Nnaemeka 1995, 87).
In one of the most insightful studies of el Saadawi's oeuvre, Fedwa MaltiDouglas opens with the following words, which I think capture vividly the
essential activist aspect of el Saadawi's work:

most light on the meaning of dissidence. The dissident in Arabic (al-mu-

nadil) means the fighter who cooperates with others to struggle against
oppression and exploitation whether personal or political. (1997, 160)
And el Saadawi goes on to posit dissidence as an imperative for creativity by
asking:
Can I be dissident without being creative? Can I have the passion and
knowledge required to change the powerful oppressive system of family
and government without being creative? What do we mean by creativity?
Can we be creative ifwe obey others or follow the tradition of ancestors?
Can we be creative if we submit to rules forced upon us under different
names: father, god, husband, family, nation, security, stability, protection, peace, democracy, family planning, development, human rights,
modernism or postmodernism?

(1997, 158)

By posing such questions in relation to her consciousness

as a writer, el

Saadawi assigns a social function to her creative work while at the same
time drawing attention to the political nature of her work as a woman
writer. Furthermore, in associating the narrative of MoWDwith her experiences as a woman doctor at work, el Saadawi turns a seemingly simple
narrative with a linear plot into a more complex and radical amalgamation
and negotiation of what Biodun Jeyifo calls "homologies of the self and the
social" (2004, 12).
To begin with, the title of the novel signals its underlying intent: to use
the life story of the woman-author-doctor

both as a backdrop to a narra-

tive with a larger social significance beyond the individual self and as a way
to signal the web of intersecting cultural contingencies out of which the
personal narrative emerges and within which it is produced, received, and
circulated. El Saadawi's autobiographical

and fictional writing permits us

to take seriously the possibility that art can be subversive-in
metaphorical sense-within

more than a

the society. Yet in spite of the close affiliation

between the life of the author and the narrator in the text (and el Saadawi
takes pains to distance herself from the narrator), it is clear that the text
draws attention to itself as a work ofliterature whose radical opposition to
the gendered forms of oppression prevailing in Egypt during the time the
novel was written is enacted through self-referentiality, that is to say, relying on epistemological certainties on the part of the author to construct an
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struggle takes place. For me the word struggle in Arabic (al-nidal)sheds

est but most problematic (in fact, demeaning) book-length critical engagements with el Saadawi's work, Georges Tarabishi does not seem to take this
possibility seriously (1988). Tarabishi sees el Saadawi's work as inhabiting
a "consciously pro-feminist ideology, interwoven with one that was subconsciously anti-feminist," thus arguing that el Saadawi's "vision of the
world is not a product of her inner self, nor the outcome of her rebellion
against her colonizer, but on the contrary, the result of her having identified
with her colonizer and internalized man's hostile ideology" (10). Tarabishi's
claims here are symptomatic, to use Christopher Miller's words, of the kind
of questions "any African feminism is eventually summoned by its critics,
enemies, and even supporters to defend itself against ... Euro-centrism and
classism" (1990, 256). With regard to MoWD,Tarabishi goes even further:
In Memoirsof a WomanDoctor,however, heroine and narrator become
one. There is no longer any gap between them. The two merge when
they speak. There is no need even for names. The events in this autobiographical novel are recounted in the first person without the mediation
of a name: a name would only create a sort of"distanciation" between
author and narrator and one would no longer be the spokesperson of the
other. (1988, 35)
For Tarabishi, MoWDcannot be read as anything but a return of the
repressed: "The female [narrator] feels that merely by being female she is
inferior to the male because she 'has not' while he 'has"' (40). Tarabishi
goes on to dub el Saadawi's entire oeuvre as an instance of a woman
against her self. Such a crude reading arises out of a refusal to acknowledge
ways in which texts such as MoWD"invite readers to challenge their own
assumptions and level of comfort with the status quo" (Perkins 2000, xii).
Tarabishi's psychoanalytic reading ofMoWD is problematic on three interrelated grounds. First, it hinges on the notion that the use of the first person
narrative voice in the text necessarily implies the reader is the speakerconflating the writer and the speaker. Consequently, he seems to think that
there is a radical discontinuity between el Saadawi's life as a woman and as
a writer, and the larger social experience to which her creative and polemical writings speak: a claim that is not altogether sustainable. Third, the idea
that there is a contradiction between feminism and nationalism in el Saa-
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oppositional consciousness in a manner that startled many in Egypt when it
was first published (el Saadawi 1989, author's note). Yet in one of the earli-

The convenient working distinction between cultural texts that are social
and political and those that are not becomes something worse than an
error: namely, a symptom and a reinforcement of the reification and
privatization of contemporary life. Such a distinction reconfirms that
structural, experiential, and conceptual gap between the public and the
private, between the social and the psychological, or the political and the
poetic, between history or society and the "individual"-the tentential
law of social life under capitalism-which maims our existence as individual subjects and paralyzes our thinking about time and change just as
surely as it alienates us from our speech itself. To imagine that, sheltered
from the omnipresence of history and the implacable influence of the
social, there already exists a realm of freedom-whether it be that of the
microscopic experience of words in a text or the ecstasies and intensities
of various private religions-is only to strengthen the grip of Necessity
over all such blind zones in which the individual subject seeks refuge, in
pursuit of a purely individual, a merely psychological, project of salvation. (Jameson 1981, 20)
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dawi's writing not only restages the hegemonic discourse of the masculinist
cultural and political nationalisms of the anticolonial movements but also
overlooks the extent to which el Saadawi's apparent embrace offeminism
in her juvenilia and her mature fiction is riddled with ambivalences and
ambiguities, especially in relation to intellectual protocols and their sites
oflegitimation. 'l Thus while the protagonist narrator in MoWDconfronts
and ultimately escapes the binding ties of the family that is a microcosm
of her culture, the project of emancipation from these ties is much more
ambivalent and is mediated through broader contingencies controlling the
destinies of other marginalized people in society.
It seems to me that Tarabishi's criticism is deeply imbricated in what
Jeyifo, in a recent study, terms "the postcolonial nationalist-masculine
sublime" in cultural production in Africa that "decisively shaped ... the collective identity of [an entire] generation of artists, and critics and indeed an
entire period of post-colonial history in Africa and the rest of the developing
world" (2004, xv). What Tarabishi attempts to do is to deny el Saadawi's
novel its political function within the national polity by drawing a distinction between what Jameson calls "cultural texts that are social and political
and those that are not."

political to the extent that cultural production under capitalist-patriarchal
conditions is not only subject to the ideological coding and overtones of the
historical moment but is also determined by local cultural contingencies
whose encounter with the colonial episode radically alters the frameworks
and contexts within which social and political action occurs (see Wallerstein
1986, 13-35). Consider, for example, el Saadawi's comment in "The Bitter
Lot ofWomen":
Working as physician in the villages and seeing women dying of illegal
abortions and female circumcision, I wrote Womenand Sex.I started as a
fiction writer; my first novel was called Memoirsof a WomanDoctor.
But then I really became fed up with what I saw as a medical doctor in
the village and I started writing Womenand Sex.And then I started facing
problems in the ministry of health ... we made the connection between
health and politics ... between poverty and disease, and poverty and
politics. We were uncovering the connection between health and poverty
... all oppression of women and politics and religion etcetera. (1997, 68)
In this statement, el Saadawi not only navigates the complexity of writing
one's life into the reified world of the novel but also invites her readers to
see her novel as both fictionalized autobiography and autobiographized fiction that inhabit a political space. Although these two experiences in the life
of el Saadawi as a young doctor closely echo those of the narrator of Memoirs,it is not just the subjective experience of one person, as Tarabishi posits.
Several incidents in the novel suggest this close affinity between the
writer's experience and the events in the narrative. The first such incident
occurs at a moment when the narrator is experiencing a moment of deep
personal crisis. Having been brought up in a family where she was caught
up in "endless battles" (MoWD,79), education, especially the venerated
medical profession, becomes a means of escape from the constrictions
imposed on her by society, only to find herself set up against "a new one
with society at large: Millions of people, with millions more in front and behind" (79). For the narrator, it is during this moment of extreme crisis that
a fourteen-year-old girl, pregnant and facing imminent death, approaches
the unthinkable: abortion. The young doctor's conscience is multilayered:
"She was a child of no more than fourteen, innocent, pure, frail, with no
income,and no one to support her" (80, emphasis added). The doctor's
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Jameson's point is simple; in a postcolonial situation, the cultural is also
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decision to save the young girl's life is an act of dissidence that puts her
at odds with the society, putting her own life on the line. This encounter,
which recalls the first encounter between the narrator and a doctor when
her father was sick, not only subverts the social norms of respectability but
also exposes the hypocrisy of the social norms of morality along with the
medical profession's aloofness to human suffering. Unlike the cold and detached doctor who attends to her father, the female doctor empathizes with
the predicament of the young girl in her clinic: "How could I abandon her
when I was all she had? ... How could I leave her neck under her father's
knife when I knew herfather, mother,brother,and unclehadall donewrong?"(80,
emphasis added). What is a doctor to do in such a situation? For her, saving
the life of this young girl is more important than obeying a social code of
respectability that is based on hypocrisy. Thus "medicine stands in this first
novel, as in many others of el Saadawi's works, at the intersection of social
power and corporal consciousness" (Malti-Douglas 1995, 20) and functions
as a site for political engagement.
It is only after working with the poor in the villages that the doctor
realizes that the practice of medicine is inseparable from political, social,
and moral questions. Thus the doctor comes to the realization that the
hypocrisy of a male who lifts his hand to kill his sister for getting pregnant
out of wedlock while he has "done wrong with other men's sisters"; or of
the man who deceives the young girl and is himself a father of a "daughter
whom he keeps imprisoned in the house"; or of the husband who, having
been unfaithful to his wife, kills "his wife to defend his honour" (MoWD,
81) is no different from that of the doctor who "filled [her] coffers from the
blood and sweat of the sick" (99). Such a realization for the young female
doctor implies that medicine is not just a means of"providing succor to
those in need, with no string attached" (Malti-Douglas 1995, 35) but is
intimately tied to social, gender, and class differentiation, and therefore to
social and political struggles. If we recall that the medical world that the
narrator enters is constructed as a decidedly male space-male faculty, just
like the narrator's peers and patients, who see a woman doctor as an oddity-then it is easy to see how the encounter with the young girl and later
with the poor old man who is dying of tuberculosis is a radical attempt to
humanize medicine. The attitude and gratitude of the young girl and of the
tubercular patient sharply contrast with that of the arrogant and recalcitrant
patient whom she first encounters as an intern. In a scene reminiscent of
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the encounter between Nyasha and her father, Babamukuru, but perhaps
less obviously confrontational, the young female intern examines a taciturn male patient, after which "the body of a living person lost all respect
and dignity and became exactly like a dead body under my gaze and my
searching fingers, and disintegrated in my mind into a jumble of organs
and dismembered limbs" (MoWD,34). In the final analysis, we encounter
a female physician for whom "disease and cures" are far less important
than the social role of medicine and the physician" (Malti-Douglas 1995,
21). Thus medicine for this medical doctor turned writer is a site for social,
political, and cultural engagement because it is so deeply imbricated in the
patriarchal and class system.
Although most critics, even those who appreciate the radicalness and the
nuance of MoWD,consider it a somewhat nai:vetext, it is indeed possible to
speculate that most of the dissident characteristics that readers encounter
in el Saadawi's later works are first dramatized in this first novel whose
complete version readers will never read.14In reading el Saadawi's novel,
then, it is imperative to revitalize the concept of allegory by exploring its political and aesthetic scope when it comes to reading a novel whose generic
boundaries are far from clear-cut.
Like el Saadawi, Dangarembga tells the story ofTambudzai Sigauke in NC
in the first person.' 5 Tambu, like the narrator in el Saadawi's novel, craves
education, which she sees as a way to escape the entrapment of her immediate situation. The novel, however, is set in a different social and political
context-during the period of armed struggle against British colonial rule
in Zimbabwe. 16 Yet, as I have pointed out, there are some remarkable similarities among the writers' perceptions of the relationship between lived
experience and narrated lives, the writers' experiences as women in patriarchal cultures, and the autobiographication of their work. NervousConditions,
however, more than MoWD,appears to follow the traditional Bi[dungsroman
by focusing so closely on the education and the maturation ofTambu,
whose immersion into the colonial episteme through schooling enables
her to begin to craft her own view oflife, a life that she has finally come to
realize demands that her narrative of escape from entrapment is not only
intimately interwoven with that of other women but also the entire national
situation. Having initially settled into the status of a "grateful poor female
relative" in order to survive, Tambu eventually comes to reject "Scared Heart
and whatever it represented as the sunrise of her horizon" (NC,203).

began to assert itself, to question things and refuse to be brainwashed,
bringing me to this time when I can set down this story. It was a long
and painful process for me, that process of expansion. It was a process
whose events stretched over many years and would fill another volume,
but the story I have told here is my ownstory,thestoryoffour womenwhomI

loved,and our men,this storyis howit all be_gan.
(204, emphasis added)
The question that is never answered in the novel is, What then? This ending, as I have suggested, does not gesture toward a successful integration.
Rather, what emerges at the end of the novel is a female subject who is
beginning to be aware of the realities of colonial modernity, and thus she
begins to reject the notion that feminist identity can be attained at the price
of collusion with imperialism.
Like el Saadawi's, Dangarembga's

writing is both fictional and self-

referential, through which she explores the multiple layers of women's
oppression in a colonial setting. Although Dangarembga has encouraged
the reading of her novel as autobiographical,

stating that she modeled the

character ofNyasha along herself(see Aegerter 1996, 234), Tambu's story is
also communal, a narrative of the entire community: her family, her society,
and by extension the story of the nation of Zimbabwe.

17

Thus the novel opens

and closes with the affirmation of how the narrative of the selfis linked with
that of the entire community: "For though the event of my brother's passing
and the events of my story cannot be separated, my story is not after all about
death, but about my escape and Lucia's; my mother's and Maiguru's entrapment; and about Nyasha's rebellion-Nyasha,

far-minded and isolated, my

uncle's daughter, whose rebellion may not in the end have been successful"
(NC, 1). The novel almost ends with a similar paragraph: "The story I have
told here, is my own story, the story of four women whom I loved, and our
men, this story is how it all began" (204). In using these rhetorical strategies, Dangarembga locates herself as subject, to use Jeyifo's words in a
different context, "who is present in [her] writings and acts in an elaborate
mythopoesis of the self and the social as a basis for both self-idealized and
self-critical engagements of the often terrifying dilemmas of the life and
times of the modern postcolony" (2004, xxi). Recognizing the complex
negotiation between the self and the communal in the novel, Lindsay Pontolfe Aegerter argues that all women in the text "negotiate both individual
biography and historical contextuality and community" (1996, 231).
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Quietly, unobtrusively and extremely fitfully, something in my mind

With character typification and ironic discrepancies between intentions
and actions reminiscent ofJane Austen, Dangarembga skillfully sets
her study of African mores in the frame of social comedy, and gives her
story a "universalising" life that has won NervousConditionsacclaim in the
Western women's literary discussion. One could say that African specificity is sufficiently muted as to allow Shona patriarchy, in its mission-influenced, educated variety ofBabamukura's [sic]household, to operate as
an analogue of the general topic of patriarchy. (1996, 307)
The accusation that Chapman levels against Dangarembga not withstanding, I am not sure that NervousConditionsis a study of African mores.
If we agree that Dangarembga's life experiences as a young adult closely
resemble those of her two protagonists, Nyasha and Tambu, it is also
important to insist on the political nature of self-referentiality in the novel
as an imperative for understanding its critique of how Shona patriarchy
works in tandem with colonial domination to create the nervous conditions
that pervade all her characters. My critique ofDangarembga's text insists
on self-referentiality as political-that is, ifwe agree that the retrospection
on childhood in the novel is not only influenced and "shaped by complex,
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Tambu's view of the world, like that of el Saadawi's narrator, has been
significantly altered by her experience. As she tells the reader toward the
end of the story, she has begun a "long, painful process," and "seeds do
grow" (NC, 203). Her psychological development appears to bear the characteristics of the conventional protagonist of the Bildungsroman:
resilient,
sensitive, and brilliant. She has to leave her home physically and psychologically, at least temporarily, in order to find herself. In a telling comment
about Tambu, however, Dangarembga opines that "although Tam bu may
not have been psychologically contorted when she was fourteen, shedefinitelyis now.This is what I am grappling with in the work I am currently doing-it is taking me a long time to write a sequel to my satisfaction" (2001,
205, emphasis added). The difference, as the writer's comment implies, is
that she has not successfully integrated into society. Instead, she emerges
as a subject who is more conflicted, one who has left home but has yet to (or
perhaps could never) find another. 18
Like Tarabishi, but perhaps in a less offensive way, Michael Chapman
in SouthernAfricanLiteratures
faults Dangarembga for pandering to Western
gender ideology:
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even contradictory cultural [and political] vectors" (Murray 2002, 190) but
also grounded on what Henry Giroux terms "the project of possibility" (qtd.
in Perkins 2000, xii), that is "advocating a pedagogy of questioning and
strategies of resistance that might easily be applied to readers' own lives"
(xii). The imperative of self-representation as discourse of emancipation in
their text therefore demands a new kind of political, social, and psychological agenda (see Andrews 1986, 2). Thus it is clear that Tambu's retrospective
reconstruction of her childhood in the village and her journey to maturity is
a "disquieting psychic immersion into a former self" and a rearticulation of
the past "in a meaningful and instructive form" (Andrews 1986, 7). In one
of the shockingly dissident acts in the novel, she can thus declare at the beginning of the novel: "I was not sorry when my brother died .... Therefore
I shall not apologise but begin by recalling the facts as I remember them"
(NC, 1). Such an approach demands that critics pay attention to not only
some of the writers' most important statements that have a direct bearing
on the two texts but also the conditions of their production and consumption in order to tease out the nuance and complexity of the relations among
the authorial self, the narrative voice, fictional conventions, and social experience and to consequently avoid easy conflations between author and narrator. This, I think, is the important point that Chapman misses in failing
to take cognizance of the complex ways in which the text negotiates what
Aegerter appropriately calls "individual biography and historical contextuality and community" (1996, 231).
Some of the nai'vete in the narrative voice can no doubt be attributed to
Tambu's extreme youth at the beginning of the novel. As I have already
pointed out, the novel is, after all, structured as a rejection of the conventions ofBildungsroman,thus allowing for the fitful but gradual and
circuitous path to self-knowledge but not self-actualization. Nyasha and
Tambu's arrested development may in fact be read as a critique of the genre
of the Bildungsroman.
Dangarembga mimics these conventional patterns of
the genre by representing both characters as unpersuasive but not ineffective protagonists. Even as she fetishizes the idea of education (so much so
that Tambu decides to plant mealies in order to pay for her way through
school), there is an unambiguous indication of the negative pedagogy and
identity transmitted through the schools they go to, especially the sister's
convent, where life is governed by the color bar. Education is geared toward
making them conforming subjects rather than preparing them to become
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emancipated subjects. Through several characters, especially Babamukuru
and Nhamo, colonial education as an instrument of colonial modernity is
discursively constructed as a space that can do nothing more than manufacture "good munts." Babamukuru seems to a large extent to be modeled in
the image of the wizards to whom his mother delivered him. The difference
is that Babamukuru is what Mwalimu Julius Nyerere in his never-ending
wit called "Mzungu-Mweusi." (This term, which literally means "a white
black man," is a derogatory term Nyerere coined to refer to Africans for
whom independence was nothing more than an opportunity to step into the
shoes of the departing colonizers.) Babamukuru is haunted by the prospect
of failure, a prospect that Nyasha embodies in an ambiguous way by what
he sees as her teenage rebellions: revealing clothing, precocious questioning, and smoking, but that for the author are conscious acts of rebellion.
The issue in question here is morality, gendered morality to be sure. Again,
we need to recall that like the brother of the narrator in el Saadawi's text,
Nyasha's brother, Chido, is allowed to do as he pleases. He can stay behind
when the family is going to visit relatives in the village, and he can go on
vacation with the Baker boys, while Nyasha does not have these kinds of
luxuries. Readings that suggest that Tambu has successfully emerged from
her childhood and integrated into society are unconvincing because they
fail to take account of the cyclic nature of the narrative or of the ending. By
the time the novel ends, Tambu has completed only one term of schooling
at the convent during which time she has become more conflicted about
her earlier beliefs and her protege Babamukuru. Besides, such readings, it
seems to me, are predicated on the faulty assumption that female access to
the privileges of colonial modernity that had been denied them in the patriarchal economy of colonialism at its moment of encounter with African
traditions constitutes what Gikandi terms "a privileged moment of closure"
(2000,
29). As NC so clearly demonstrates, African men and women were
subjected to devastating colonial subjugation, but, to use Shari Benstock's
words, women's "experience ofits social and political effects comes under
the terms of another law-that of gender" (1999, 8). To the extent that
political independence ushers in a new era of neocolonialism during which
the cultural and political programs of the new nations appear to legitimize
the ideology of colonialism, Tambu's cyclic narrative refuses to provide this
privileged moment of closure. '9
To return then to the original questions, I would like to suggest that to

When the moment to photograph finally arrived I asked Sibdou to stand
where the natural, ambient light was particularly attractive. Sibdou
agreed; then promptly called her four children, the twins and an older
son and daughter, to surround her. As I wanted only Sibdou in the photo,
I was faced with a problem. As a compromise I made several images of
the family, and a few with children in the background as I plotted the
next location where I might succeed in making the individual portrait.
Sibdou agreed to stand in the doorway of her porch for the next series of
images. I asked that only she be in the photo. She smiled and promptly
called for her children to stand around her. In a foolish effort to isolate
Sibdou in the frame, I moved my camera slightly, hoping I could crop
the children out when I printed the photograph in the darkroom. As the
camera moved, Sibdou and the children all moved in tandem. First one
way, then back the other. Sibdou finally placed the twins in front of her.
I was defeated. Perhaps it was the dry heat of Burkina Faso, or the long
days making photographs and interviewing, but I finally understood that
a photograph ofSibdou meant a photograph of her family. There was no
distinction. Sibdou knew this. She was only waiting for me to understand it as well. When I finally did make two images ofSibdou alone,
they were lonely images. Sibdou stood uncomfortably in front of the
camera. (qtd. in Nnaemeka 2003, 373)
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read MoWDand NCas instances of politicized life writing is to expand the
discursive space of the genre of autobiography. Furthermore, as Rey Chow
aptly reminds us, "no particular interpretation of [a] book can exhaust the
possibilities of reading" (1993, 27). Thus in reading MoWDand NC,we must
also confront another question specific to African women's autobiographical genre: how do the rhetorical strategies in their texts enable us to break
with the institutionalized critical paradigms? Perhaps a digression here
might illustrate this argument better. In an important essay that charts a
new critical path for African feminist studies, "Nego-Feminism: Theorizing, Practicing, and Pruning Africa's Way," Obioma Nnaemeka recounts
the experience of an American photographer, Mark Beach, with a woman
from Burkina Faso. According to Nnaemeka, Mr. Beach attempts "to take
'individual' photographs ofSibdou Ouada, a pediatric nurse and the wife
of a local pastor, who was never asked if she liked posing for 'individual'
photographs":
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The simple point that this encounter between Mr. Beach and Ms. Sibdou illustrates is this: African women's narratives ofselfraise important
questions about the relationships in which the writers are embedded (see
Cosslett, Lury, and Summerfield 2000). In reading narratives such as MoWD
and NC,we encounter women writers who cannot conceive of selves that are
completely autonomous. As subjects who are embedded within families and
communities, they seek to locate their textual vision and aesthetic ideology
not in the Western model of the sovereign, individual self but in a historically determined social environment. 20 Rather than conceive ofidentities
and selves that are completely autonomous, their senses ofidentity and selfreferentiality in the novels are conjoined with community making. Therefore, as narratives of childhood, MoWDand NCdemand to be read as haunting reconsiderations (and I might add rejections) of what Biodun Jeyifo in a
recent study appropriately terms the "masculine sublime" (2004), by which
he means the dominant masculine imperatives that predominate (and
have come to be accepted as normal) the cultural, political, and historical
contingencies out of which such narratives have emerged. Although Nyasha
and Tambu are invested with much more symbolism than the narrator in el
Saadawi's novel, the individual identities of all three characters are invested with allegorical meanings that make visible the condition of a social
collective that at the same time insists on being "mobilized into collective
resistance" (Spivak 1992, 98). Thus through Nyasha's illness and Tambu's
nervousness, Dangarembga fictionalizes the terrifying conditions of African
women in a colonial setting by portraying lives lived at the intersection of
colonial and tribal patriarchy. Like the narrator's brother in MoWD,Nhamo
and Chido are given preferential treatment over their sisters, Tambu and
Nyasha; like the narrator's peers and first two husbands in MoWD,Babamukuru is too little changed by education (see Aberbach 2004). Instead, it
strengthens their beliefin the enduring hegemonic roles within the domestic and the public spheres. Maiguru in NC has no control over her earnings;
instead, Babamukuru uses the entire family's resources to consolidate
his dominant position in the family. Thus Tambu eerily remarks that "the
needs and sensibilities of the women in my family were not considered a
priority" (NC, 12). Similarly, after signing her marriage certificate with her
first husband, the narrator in MoWDdreadfully observes: "I might as well
have signed my death warrant" (62). For African women writers, culture
cannot be detached from other areas of political and ideological struggles

NOTES

r. See Obioma Nnaemeka's "Bringing African Women into the Classroom: Rethinking Pedagogy and Epistemology" (1994) and Elizabeth Wiley and Jeanette
Treiber's introduction to their EmergingPerspectives
on TsitsiDangarembga:
Engaging
the Postcolonial(2002). Besides the pedagogical questions that Nnaemeka raises
in this important essay, I am interested as well in the critical and discursive trajectories instantiated by the New Criticism, structuralist, poststructuralist, and
deconstructionist tropes through which self-representation is seen as incongruous with the fictionalizing effects oflanguage.
2. Irele recognizes that African literature has a "significance for human experience"
beyond Africa and argues that to postulate the specific character of African literature is not to make a case for a "unique essence" of the literature. For further
discussion, see Irele [1981] 1990, 9-26.
3. Many African women writers have pointed out the shared nature of the experiences they represent in their texts. Arna Ata Aidoo, for example, writes that
"women writers write about women because when we wake up in the morning
and look in the mirror we see women. (It is the most natural thing to do.) It does
not require any extra commitment-and
of course, that should explain why men
write about men. Any writer's feminism comes out of her writing only when she
deals with issues in ways that go beyond what would be of general interest to the
author herself, as well as her potential readership" (1996, 163).
4. Jameson argues that "the various contemporary ideologies of pluralism are most
passionately attached to a largely negative one: namely to forestall that systematic articulation of and totalization of interpretive results which can only lead to
embarrassing questions about the relationships between them and in particular
the place of history as the ultimate ground of narrative and textual production"
(1981, 32).

5. This quotation is taken from an interview with Dangarembga printed at the end
of the 2001 North American edition of NervousConditionspublished by Seal Press.
In 1964 a similar question was posed to Ngugi wa Thiong'o by fellow students
at Leeds. His response was similar to el Saadawi's and Dangarembga's: "Every
writer's work is autobiographical, that is, you write about your experience, your
immediate experience" (Cook and Okenimkpe 1983 [1997], 5).
6. Jameson uses the term "third-world" in a qualified sense even though many
critics have raised important questions regarding his analytical strategy. See
especially Ahmed 1987.
7. For a reading of NervousConditionsas a national allegory, see Susan Z. Andrade's
essay "Tradition, Modernity, and the Family as Nation: Reading the Chimurenga
Struggle into and out of NervousConditions"(2002).
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(see Nnaemeka 2003, 374). Unlike the autobiographers to whom we are accustomed, these women cannot see themselves only as individuals, separate
from their families, societies, or histories.

(1997).

9. While some critics have seen NervousConditionsas a national allegory, el Saadawi's MoWDhas not been read as such. See Aegerter 1996; and Andrade 2002.
Nawal el Saadawi has written two autobiographies, A Daughterof Isis:An Autobiography ofNawalel Saadawiand WalkingthroughFire:A LifeofNawal el Saadawi.
11. Although Dangarembga's novel was turned down by a Zimbabwean publisher,
she has commented that having understood the many difficulties that writers
experience with publishing, she does not in retrospect think that her problems
were peculiar. See Wilkinson 1992.
12. My reading here differs with most other interpretations of NervousConditions
in that I see Tambudzai as having successfully integrated into the new social
dispensation. See, for example, Juliana Makuchi Nfah-Abbenyi's Genderin African
Women'sWriting:Identity, Sexuality,and Difference
(1997).
13. See Nawal el Saadawi's keynote address to the African Literature Association
conference entitled "Why Keep Asking Me about My Identity" (1997).
14. Memoirsof a WomanDoctoris incomplete, the author having lost the original
manuscript and the serialized version having been cut to edit out some of the
sections that were considered unpalatable to the Arab audience.
15. It is probably more useful to read the narrative of NervousConditionsas the story
of two girls, because, in my view, Tambudzai's coming-of-age narrative is so
intimately tied to that of her cousin Nyasha that it is impossible to imagine one
without the other. Furthermore, the author herself has suggested that choosing
Tambudzai to tell the story was a matter ofideological choice. Either girl, she seems
to suggest, could have told the story. See her interview with Seal Press (2001).
16. Some critics have argued that the novel completely eschews this period. See
Andrade 2002; and Chapman 1996.
17. There are many parallels between Dangarembga's life and that of her characters
Nyasha and Tambu. She spent her early childhood in London, and later attended
a mission school and a convent. There are also other aspects of her life that are
fictionalized in the novel. For example, her mother had studied English at the
master's level, as a result of which Dangarembga was able to read many English
classics. For more details, see her interview with Jane Wilkinson (1992).
18. I am using the notion of home here in the broader and political sense in which
Chandra T. Mohanty and Biddy Martin mobilize it in "What's Home Got to Do
with It?" (2003).
19. As Gayatri Chakravorty Spivak powerfully argues, "In a critique of metropolitan culture, the event of political independence can be automatically assumed
to stand in between colony and decolonization as an unexamined good that
operates as a reversal. But the political goals of the new nation are supposedly
determined by a regulative logic derived from the old colony, with its interest
reversed: secularism, democracy, socialism, national identity, capitalist develop10.
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8. For further discussions of this problematic in African literature, see Eustace
Palmer's TheGrowthof theAfricanNovel(1979) and Obioma Nnaemeka's essay
"Urban Spaces, Women's Places: Polygamy as a Sign in Mariama Ba's Novels"
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